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Introduction
In 1792, the distinguished English writer, Mary Wollstonecraft, 
wrote a book named A Vindication of the Rights of Woman: With 
Structures on Political and Moral Subjects, which was published in 
London, Boston, and Philadelphia in the same year. In Philadelphia, 
in addition to these publications, excerpts from the work were also 
published in the widely read, the Lady's Magazine.(1)  Even though there 
were already multiple editions in circulation in Philadelphia, two years 
later, Mathew Carey succeeded in publishing an additional 1,500 copies. 
Since emigrating to Philadelphia in 1784, the Irish-born Carey was 
actively involved in the publication of political materials in magazines 
and pamphlets. Beginning in the early 1790s, he began to distance 
himself from the Federalists, whom he had previously supported, 
expressing instead clear support for anti-British groups, anti-Hamilton 
groups, and the French Revolution. It was during this period that he 
published A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.(2) 
The several versions of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman were 
widely read in Philadelphia. Poems in honor of Wollstonecraft appeared 
in newspapers, and A Vindication of the Rights of Woman was frequently 
discussed in women’s book clubs.(3)  In her graduation speech at the 
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Young Ladies Academy in 1774, Ann Harker established Wollstonecraft 
as a worthy ideological opponent to Thomas Paine. "In opposition to 
your immortal Paine, we will exalt our Wolstencraft." In this and many 
other speeches offered before audiences that included men and women, 
Harker and other students advocated the contribution of women in the 
foundation of the new republic.(4) 
Female education was one of the most important public issues in 
this era. The contribution of women to the foundation of the new nation 
through the Revolutionary War led to an increase in women’s interest in 
public affairs and confidence in their own abilities. It can thus be said 
that Wollstonecraft's discussion on the rights of women, as well as the 
belief that women can contribute to society in the same way as men, 
were more readily accepted in America during its foundation period 
than in England. Drawing attention to the great contributions made by 
women in the ant-Britain movement and the War for Independence, 
advocates of education for girls asserted that women were able to 
become full citizens and need education equally. However, a closer 
examination of their education philosophies reveals that the content 
for girls’ classes differed from that of the boys’ classes. In most cases, 
contents of women’s education curricula were limited to subjects 
relating to domestic activities. Based on these differences in education 
for men and women, the intent of educators to continue to maintain the 
asymmetrical relationship of the sexes is apparent.(5) 
Philadelphia, as a premier port city at the time, had practical access 
to the educational philosophies of British and French writers such as 
John Milton, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. As the discourse 
concerning education intensified, it is notable that A Vindication of the 
Rights of Woman enjoyed widespread readership and support.(6)  The 
book, which strongly advocated sexual equality and women’s rights, 
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including that of education, was considered a "radical" work in England. 
In an age of gender inequality, why was Wollstonecraft’s discourse on 
women’s rights so widely pervasive in the United States?
In recent years, many researchers have noted Wollstonecraft’s 
influence on late 18th-century women's history in America. For many of 
them, Wollstonecraft’s perceived radicalism makes it difficult to assess its 
position in the history of women.(7)  An overview of the literature reveals 
that the abolition movement and the women's suffrage movement 
during the mid-19th century is often considered to be the starting 
point for discussing the participation of women, and much research 
has been conducted by later generations toward a reconsideration of 
Wollstonecraft’s ideas.(8)  In response, this paper presents a deeper 
discussion of post-Revolution US society and education by examining 
Wollstonecraft’s acceptance in the 1790s, immediately following 
independence. The paper focuses on Philadelphia in particular as a 
center of publication and literary imports and the seat of a lively debate 
concerning women’s education.
　
I.  Wollstonecraft’s Views on Educating Women and “National 
Education”
One well-known characteristic of A Vindication of the Rights 
of Woman is the emphasis it places on the importance of appropriate 
education for girls. An early passage reads:
Contending for the rights of woman, my main argument is built 
on this simple principle, that if she be not prepared by education 
to become the companion of man, she will stop the progress of 
knowledge and virtue; for truth must be common to all, or it will be 
－ 44 －
inefficacious with respect to its influence on general practice.(9) 
She thus criticizes the trend of the time of banning women from 
receiving an education. Those who sought to give women an incorrect 
education that differed from that which men received were also a target 
of her criticism. Several chapters include an especially harsh criticism 
of Rousseau’s Emile, most notably the description of the education of 
Sophie, Emile’s wife-to-be. The inherent assumption behind Rousseau’s 
philosophy is that men and women are essentially different, and thus 
require different types of education: “Once it is demonstrated that man 
and woman are not and ought not to be constituted in the same way in 
either character or temperament, it follows that they ought not to have 
the same education.”(10)  Bestowing the same education upon men and 
women would be synonymous with attempting to make women into 
“noble men.” Rousseau instead advocates an education that emphasizes 
women’s physical appearance, because “[t]he obedience and the fidelity 
she owes to her husband and the tenderness and the care she owes to her 
children are consequences of her position so natural and easily sensed.” 
A woman must not only be a faithful wife; it is also important that she 
be viewed as one by those around her. Moreover, it is necessary that she 
have undying passion and love for her husband.(11)  Rousseau’s view of 
the sexes is essentially characterized by the subordination of women.
Wollstonecraft rejects the fundamental difference between men and 
women and the subservience of women. She contends that Rousseau’s 
educational theories would produce ignorant women who chase only 
after beauty, rendering them, in her words, “completely insignificant.”(12) 
For her, this type of educational philosophy worked to keep women in 
servitude, in a position far removed from intelligence.(13)  She makes the 
following appeal to women:
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Let us, my dear contemporaries, arise above such narrow 
prejudices! If wisdom be desirable on its own account, if virtue, to 
deserve the name, must be founded on knowledge; let us endeavour 
to strengthen our minds by reflection, till our heads become a 
balance for our hearts; let us not confine all our thoughts to the 
petty occurrences of the day, or our knowledge to an acquaintance 
with our lovers’ or husbands’ hearts; but let the practice of every 
duty be subordinate to the grand one of improving our minds, and 
preparing our affections for a more exalted state! (14) 
Wollstonecraft believed that women shared the same capacity for 
reason and intellect as men. This is why she advocated equal education 
for men and women, to be provided by the government. 
To render this practicable, day schools, for particular ages, should 
be established by government, in which boys and girls might be 
educated together. The school for the younger children, from five 
to nine years of age, ought to be absolutely free and open to all 
classes.(15) 
Public, coeducational schools, Wollstonecraft concluded, were 
necessary to shape women into wise and virtuous creatures. In her ideal 
elementary school, boys and girls ages five to nine should meet in the 
same classroom and study subjects such as reading, writing, arithmetic, 
natural history; and conduct simple experiments in the natural sciences, 
religion, history, politics, botany, mechanics, and cosmology. Then, 
when boys and girls aged nine or older were expected to learn different 
subjects according to their sex, they should still study in a coeducational 
environment. This, she believed, would foster respect between the 
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genders as well as “a degree of equality.”(16)  At the end of the chapter 
titled “On National Education,” she concludes that equality will “make 
women free” in a way that compels both men and women to be wiser 
and more virtuous human beings.(17) 
II.  The Reception of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 
America
If we were to exclude some aspects of her philosophy—such 
as public coeducation—the majority of her views would have been 
accepted in 1790s America. For example, Benjamin Rush’s Thoughts 
upon Female Education contains several ideas reminiscent of the 
Enlightenment believe that knowledge should be shared with women 
rather than hoarded as the right or possession of men alone. Rush 
viewed marriage as the only goal in life for women. At the same time, he 
criticized the folly of Colonial women, who were only concerned with 
dressing beautifully, but noted that women themselves have the power 
to correct such a mistake, as “the female temper can only be governed 
by reason and the cultivation of reason in women is alike friendly to the 
order of nature and to private as well as public happiness.”(18) 
An investigation of the contents of Thoughts upon Female 
Education and the syllabi for Rush’s classes in the Young Ladies 
Academy reveals that the ideal female education imagined by Rush was 
centered on “useful” household skills whereby women could assist their 
husbands.(19)  The basic assumption driving his educational philosophy is 
that  men and women are unequal. However, his work at least contained 
the idea of including women in public education and that the belief that 
women are capable of learning and thinking logically— ideas that were 
shared by many educators in Philadelphia during the founding period of 
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the US.(20)  It was into this environment Wollstonecraft’s women’s rights 
theories were welcomed, at least to a certain degree. 
An examination of Wollstonecraft’s publisher, as well as his 
supporters and opponents, reflects the partisan division between the 
Federalists and Republicans in the 1790s. In the decade preceding, 
fierce conflict partisanship concerning the establishment of the 
Constitution of the United States broke out between parties, but by 
the 1790s, US-Europe diplomacy became the major focal point of 
partisan debate, and many citizens were wrapped up in the conflict. 
After the French Revolution began in 1789 and Britain and France 
entered into a state of war in 1793, American society was divided over 
whether to support Britain or France. The Federalists, emphasizing 
the income gained through tariffs from trade with Britain, took a pro-
British position, whereas the Republicans, who were frustrated with 
Britain’s US policies, were sympathetic to the French. Anti-British 
and pro-French sentiments were particularly strong in Philadelphia, 
a fact owing in part to the terms of the Jay Treaty signed between the 
Federalist government and England in 1794. In exchange for ceasing to 
capture American ships, the treaty gave England benefits such as most 
favored nation trading status. Republicans believed this arrangement 
was disadvantageous for the US and they succeeded in increasing their 
influence in America.
Before the publication of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 
Wollstonecraft published A Vindication of the Rights of Men in 1790. 
In A Vindication of the Rights of Men, written as a rebuttal to Edmund 
Burke’s anti-revolution piece, Reflections on the Revolution in France, 
Wollstonecraft emphasized the natural rights of all human beings—
a notion that she later expanded into a theory of women’s rights. After 
being published in London, A Vindication of the Rights of Men quickly 
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made its way to the US. Largely because of this work, Wollstonecraft 
became known in America as a supporter of the French Revolution.(21) 
An Historical and Moral View of the French Revolution; and the 
Effect It Has Produced in Europe, another major work written by 
Wollstonecraft in 1794, was published in Philadelphia in 1795. It was 
during this period of heightened pro-French sentiment that A Vindication 
of the Rights of Men arrived in Philadelphia, and Republican-leaning 
authors such as Carey and John Swanwick became widely read and 
strongly supported by a variety of people.
III  Excerpts from A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in Lady's 
Magazine
How did Philadelphia’s educators understand and hope to apply 
Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman? Here, we shall 
examine excerpts taken from the “Introduction to New Publications” of 
the September 1792 issue of the Lady’s Magazine, which was aimed at 
women in Philadelphia.
Charles Brown, the editor of this magazine, added his own 
commentary to the text. Brown introduced Wollstonecraft as a lady 
“known to the world by her answer to Mr. Burke,” and noted that her 
new work was written for her own sex.(22)  The excerpt that follows 
begins with a dedication to Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord in 
which Wollstonecraft weighs the pros and cons of women’s participation 
in politics while condemning the politicians of England of the time who 
sought to keep women in the home. She contests: “Who made man the 
exclusive judge, if woman partake with him of the gift of reason?” She 
appealed to Talleyrand, who participated in the creation of the French 
Constitution of 1791, as follows: “In this style, argue tyrants of every 
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denomination, from the weak king to the weak father of a family; they 
are all eager to crush reason; yet always assert that they usurp its throne 
only to be useful. Do you not act a similar part, when you force all 
women, by denying them civil and political rights, to remain immured 
in their families groping in the dark?” Wollstonecraft describes women 
who have been immured in their families as “convenient slaves,” and 
reprove men who seek to maintain such “systems of slavery.” The 
excerpt from this section published in the Lady’s Magazine ends with 
the assertion that if women are to be excluded from their natural rights, 
including the right to speak, then it must be shown that women lack 
reason.(23) 
Qualifying his inclusion of Wollstonecraft’s work, Brown noted 
that  “[w]e cannot wholly agree with our fair authoress in all the points 
she contends for,” but added that it was his great pleasure to introduce 
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and included large excerpts 
from the work.(24)  An excerpt from the introduction follows, in which 
Wollstonecraft laments the “wretched” condition in which contemporary 
women have been placed, adding, “[T]he neglected education of my 
fellow-creatures is the grand source of the misery I deplore.” Though 
on the surface, the educational system appears to cherish women, at its 
core,  it has become simply a love affair to which one becomes addicted. 
In contrast, Wollstonecraft argues that women must discard their 
elegance, frailty, and whims and develop their human character.(25) 
Following this is an excerpt concerning the criticism of Rousseau 
from Wollstonecraft’s first chapter, “The Rights and Involved Duties 
of Mankind Considered.”(26)  According to Wollstonecraft, the starting 
point for Rousseau’s philosophy is his lament over Europe’s chaos 
and misery, but his belief in a former, better age stemming from his 
belief in the fundamental goodness of man is flawed. According to 
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Wollstonecraft, “Rousseau exerts himself to prove that all was right 
originally: a crowd of authors that all is now right: and I, that all will be 
right.”(27)  In this, we can see that she believed the greatest sociopolitical 
problem at that time was that women had been excluded from education 
that fosters reason and intellect. Brown included an excerpt from 
Wollstonecraft’s criticism of standing armies, adding his assessment 
that “ [h]er reflections on the army are certainly severe,” and “we are 
happy to find one female, who has sense and spirit enough to think 
of this profession as it deserves.”(28)   According to Wollstonecraft, a 
standing army is incompatible with the freedom that is necessary for 
humans, because subordination and rigor are the very sinews of military 
discipline, thus a standing army itself is harmful to morality.(29) 
From Chapter II “The Prevailing Opinion of a Sexual Character 
Discussed,” excerpts analyzing the situation facing women at the time 
were included in the journal,(30)  featuring phrases such as: “Many are 
the causes that, in the present corrupt state of society, contribute to 
enslave women by cramping their understandings and sharpening their 
senses.” For her, principle among these causes is the disregard of order. 
Because many women only receive an education that ignores order, 
they remain far from reason. Wollstonecraft reinforces this point by 
way of analogy. Members of the military, she claims, are “sent into the 
world before their minds have been stored with knowledge or fortified 
by principles.” Because men in the military have been deprived of their 
liberty and have not received a proper education, they act in a way that 
is far removed from reason and intellect. She extends this thinking 
to explain why women lack reason and intelligence: they are not free 
and they have not received a proper education.(31)  Subsequently, she 
admits that men were created so as to be able to obtain more virtues, 
but asserts that there is one necessary, inherent human virtue, and that 
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the virtue of men and that of women must be heading toward the same 
clear direction.(32)  The final excerpt is Wollstonecraft’s criticism of John 
Gregory’s well-known book regarding good conduct: A Father’s Legacy 
to His Daughters (1774).(33)  The excerpt, which includes Brown’s note 
that “our readers will possibly not be displeased to have a lady’s opinion 
on this subject,” criticizes Gregory’s recommendation for husbands and 
wives to try to maintain the passion and romance commoner to young, 
pre-marital relationships. According to Wollstonecraft, love that is based 
on passion must evolve into a peaceful friendship after marriage, one 
that is based on mutual respect. For her, trying to perpetuate romance 
may mean neglecting to love their children adequately.(34) 
The journal also includes a lengthy excerpt from the latter half 
of Chapter III “The Same Subject Continued” describing the life of 
Wollstonecraft’s ideal woman of intelligence and virtue.(35)  Common 
women nurture their human virtue and dignity, and enter into marriage 
based on a love that is accompanied by moderation. However, they 
will struggle to save the dying flame of love and they do not resort to 
tricks in order to please their husbands. Passionate love experiences 
a “natural death” and is replaced by friendship and self-restraint, 
facilitating domestic peace. Even if, by fate, a woman were to be left a 
widow, she would not be isolated, as her maternal duties would provide 
her the opportunity to focus her energy on childrearing more than ever. 
The act of childrearing means life for her. Her love toward her children 
sublimates her responsibility as a mother into something sacred and 
heroic, and thus she forgets that she is a woman.  Surrounded by her 
children, she finds the virtues that she has sown in them, and thus 
completing her life’s work, enters eternal slumber.(36) 
Because no new arguments were raised in Chapter IV “Observations 
on the State of Degradation to which Woman is Reduced by 
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Various Causes,” no excerpts from it were included.(37)  Chapter V, 
“Animadversions on Some of the Writers Who Have Rendered Women 
Objects of Pity, Bordering on Contempt,” criticizes many writers, 
including Rousseau, Fordyce, and Gregory, but the Lady’s Magazine 
printed only Wollstonecraft’s criticism of Madame de Genlis’ Letters 
on Education (1782),(38)  which Wollstonecraft interprets as a form of 
indoctrination of children through the story of a young woman who 
was unhappy because she chose to get married despite her father’s 
objections. This, Wollstonecraft laments, contributes to a “system of 
education that … insults reason and nature,” and is not worthy of her 
respect. This kind of blind submission to one’s parents, Wollstonecraft 
believed, would lead to blind submission to public opinion and the utter 
neglect of human intelligence and reason.(39) 
Here, the journal skips to Chapter XIII, the final chapter of 
the work. The following seven chapters were not represented in the 
journal: “The Effect which an Early Association of Ideas Has Upon 
the Character,” “Modesty—Comprehensively Considered, and Not 
as a Sexual Virtue,” “Morality Undermined by Sexual Notions of 
the Importance of a Good Reputation,” “Of the Pernicious Effects 
which Arise from the Unnatural Distinctions Established in Society,” 
“Parental Affection,” “Duty to Parents,” and “On National Education.” 
The journal includes the entire final section of Chapter XIII, “Some 
Instances of the Folly Which the Ignorance of Women Generates; with 
Concluding Reflections on the Moral Improvement That a Revolution 
in Female Manners Might Naturally Be Expected to Produce.”(40)  Here, 
Wollstonecraft claims that cultivation through freedom of the principle 
of virtue, previously limited to men, should be expanded to all humanity. 
Women are foolish because they are ignorant. In order for women to 
become truly useful members of society, their understanding must be 
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cultivated and they must be guided toward a rational love for the mother 
country based on knowledge. That is, the folly and cunning of present-
day women was due to the tyranny of men. If women have no rights, 
they have no real responsibility. Women would become more complete 
beings if they were truly free and enjoyed the same rights as men. She 
explains her stance as follows:
Let woman share the rights and she will emulate the virtues of 
man; for she must grow more perfect when emancipated, or justify 
the authority that chains such a weak being to her duty.(41) 
The excerpt subsequently ends with a call from Wollstonecraft to 
men to be fair.(42)  Although the conclusion of A Vindication of the Rights 
of Woman is provided in part, it is worth noting that six paragraphs are 
omitted from the excerpt without explanation. Of the omitted points, 
there are some that would not be of interest to Americans,  such as the 
similarities between nonconformists in the church and women, but one 
omission warrants our attention: the paragraph stressing the arbitrary 
quality of the distinctions drawn between the sexes.  Among other 
things, Wollstonecraft criticizes the view that “modesty” is a virtue 
peculiar to women. When “modesty” is not regarded as important for 
both genders, men and women alike will be unable to maintain their 
purity, thereby leading to the corruption of both sexes.
In sum, the excerpts of Wollstonecraft’s book provided in the 
Lady’s Magazine emphasize the author’s high valuation of women’s 
education, intelligence, and virtue, as well as her rejection of the image 
of women as men’s possessions and her emphasis on the meaning of 
marriage and childrearing for women. At the same time, the sections 
emphasizing Wollstonecraft’s rejection of the specific gender divisions 
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that lead to the objectification and suppression of women. The Lady’s 
Magazine tended to include only the sections that praised women who 
lead a happy marriage life and dedicate themselves to childrearing after 
the death of their husbands. Moreover, the sections that discuss the 
homogeneity or equality of men and women, the negation of the bond 
between parent and child, and the obligation of the state to provide 
free public education, were all omitted. In this way, Wollstonecraft’s 
concept of women’s rights was rearranged by the editor of the Lady’s 
Magazine to resemble the women’s education theories of authors such 
as Rush and Swanwick. This schema would allow women to receive an 
education and act as useful members of the state, but would maintain 
the asymmetrical relationship between men and women.
Because Wollstonecraft’s theory of women’s rights is multi-faceted 
and contains a variety of ideological elements, it cannot necessarily 
be assumed that the omission of the critique of gender asymmetry 
completely distorts her philosophy. As seen in the abovementioned 
excerpt from Chapter III of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 
Wollstonecraft lauded the happiness of the “rational mother,” and 
in discussing public education, she advocated that girls—albeit in 
coeducational classes—should focus on sewing or making outerwear or 
hats.(43)  In this way, Wollstonecraft represented an imperfect example 
for someone who wished to “regard men and women as exactly 
the same.” However, it is certain that Wollstonecraft’s reception in 
Philadelphia was accompanied by at least some distortion, and her 
philosophy did more to overcome traditional gender divisions than the 
other prevailing ideologies at the time.
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IV. Conclusion—the decline of women's rights
Wollstonecraft died in 1797, and by the early 1800s, A Vindication 
of the Rights of Woman had largely been forgotten. Explaining this 
quick decline in fame, her husband, William Godwin, published 
Memoirs of the Author of ‘A Vindication of the Rights of Woman’ (1798), 
revealing that Wollstonecraft’s life events—having a child out of 
wedlock and attempting suicide;—eclipsed her ideological notoriety.(44) 
This memoir was published in 1799 in Philadelphia as well, impacting 
many people there who had interest in Wollstonecraft or women’s 
issues.(45) 
However, it would be an oversight to assume this was the only 
reason Wollstonecraft’s philosophy was so abruptly forgotten. This time 
period was also marked by changes in public opinion toward foreign 
countries. In 1798, the XYZ Affair (in which the envoys dispatched 
by the John Adams administration for improved relations with France 
were asked by the Foreign Minister of France to pay bribes) occurred, 
and public sentiment in Philadelphia rapidly tipped from pro- to 
anti-France.(46)  When Adams reported this affair to Congress, American 
patriotism and hostility toward France rose, and the Federalists launched 
an attack on pro-France revolutionary discourse. During this period, 
debates over reason, human rights, and equality began to decline. 
Discussions of women’s rights and education were silenced or forgotten. 
Claims further emphasizing the differences between the sexes appeared 
in their place. Women themselves began to define themselves as being 
motivated by emotion rather than by reason, appealing to their supposed 
higher moral sensibilities. The debate concerning the “moral superiority 
of women” greatly changed women’s education during the 19th 
century.(47) 
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Because of the complex interweaving of several elements, 
Wollstonecraft’s advocacy of “rights for women” was accepted in 1790s 
Philadelphia. In order to construct a new republic during the founding 
period of the United States, an education system that cultivated 
functional members of society had become an important priority. 
Buzzwords such as “rights” and “equality” were popular, and the 
contribution of women to American society became widely recognized, 
which allowed for policies that attempted to include women in the 
discussions concerning the new education system. The Francophilia 
that followed the French Revolution further led to the emphasis of 
concepts such as reason, intelligence, and virtue, also facilitating 
Wollstonecraft’s discourse. Educators in Philadelphia did not completely 
affirm Wollstonecraft’s advocacy of women’s rights, but seemed to 
emphasize the parts of her theories for which they had an affinity. This 
school of thought, as represented by the work of Wollstonecraft, did not 
bring “being a woman” to the forefront of the discourse on education, 
but it did lead 19th-century education toward women’s rights and 
marks an innovative debate that stands out over the whole of American 
educational history.
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